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for an authentic German holocaust era railroad
car in which to load and display their paper
clips and countless letters.

I have worked closely with Nancy Galler-
Malta, the Educational Director, and Rabbi
Justin Schwarz, the religious advisor of the
Rockland County Hebrew High School to help
them see this project through to completion.

Their task is a daunting one, but judging by
the tenacity exhibited by the students, thus far,
I have no doubt that they will succeed.

I invite my colleagues to help the Whitwell
Middle School realize their noble goal, and in
the process, spread their vital message of tol-
erance and compassion and to remember this
devastating, inhumane chapter of world his-
tory.

CHANGING THE WORLD ONE CLIP AT A TIME

(By Dita Smith, Washington Post Staff
Writer)

WHITWELL, Tenn.—It is a most unlikely
place to build a Holocaust memorial, much
less one that would get the attention of the
president, that would become the subject of
a book, that would become an international
cause. Yet it is here that a group of eighth-
graders and their teachers decided to honor
each of the 6 million Jews killed in the Holo-
caust by collecting 6 million paper clips and
turning them into a sculpture.

This is remarkable because, for one thing,
Whitwell, a town of 1,600 tucked away in a
Tennessee Valley just west of the Smokies,
has no Jews. In fact, Whitwell does not offer
much opportunity to practice racial or reli-
gious tolerance of any kind. ‘‘Our commu-
nity is white, Christian and very fundamen-
talist,’’ says Linda Hooper, principal of the
middle school, which has 425 students, in-
cluding six blacks, one Hispanic, zero Asians,
zero Catholics, zero Jews.

‘‘During coal-mining days, we were a
mixed community,’’ explains the town’s un-
official historian, Eulene Hewett Harris.
‘‘Now there are only a handful of black fami-
lies left.’’ Whitwell is a town of two traffic
lights, 10 churches and a collection of fast-
food joints sprinkled along the main drag. It
was a thriving coal town until 1962, when the
last mine closed. Some of the cottages built
by the mining companies still stand, their
paint now chipped and their cluttered porch-
es sagging. Trailers have replaced the houses
that collapsed from age and neglect during
lean economic times. Only 40 miles up the
road is Dayton, where the red-brick Rhea
County Courthouse made history during the
1925 Scopes trial, the ‘‘monkey trial,’’ in
which teacher John T. Scopes was convicted
of violating a Tennessee law that made it un-
lawful ‘‘to teach any theory that denies the
story of Divine Creation’’ and to teach Dar-
winian evolutionary theory instead.

Almost eight decades later, most people in
this Sequatchie River Valley hold firmly to
those beliefs under the watchful eyes of their
church leaders. ‘‘Look, we’re not that far
away from the Ku Klux Klan,’’ founded only
100 miles west, in Pulaski. Tenn., says Hew-
ett Harris. ‘‘I mean, in the 1950s they were
still active here.’’ Such is the setting for a
memorial not only to remember Holocaust
victims but, above all, to sound a warning on
what intolerance can wreak. The Whitwell
students and teachers had no idea how many
lives they were about to touch.

The Holocaust project had its genesis in
the summer of 1998 when Whitwell Middle’s
31-year-old deputy principal and football
coach, David Smith, attended a teacher
training course in nearby Chattanooga. A
seminar on the Holocaust as a teaching tool
for tolerance intrigued him because the Hol-
ocaust had never been part of the middle
school’s curriculum and was mentioned only
tangentially in the local high school. He
came back and proposed an after-school
course that would be voluntary. Principal

Hooper, 59, loved the idea. ‘‘We just have to
give our children a broader view of the
world, ’’ she says. ‘‘We have to crack the
shell of their white cocoon, to enable them
to survive in the world out there.’’ She was
nervous about how parents, would react, and
held a parent-teacher meeting. But when she
asked the assembled adults if they knew
anything about the Holocaust, only a few
hands went up, hesitatingly. Hooper, who has
lived in Whitwell most of her life and had
taught some of the parents in elementary
school, explained the basics. Just one parent
expressed misgivings: Should young teen-
agers be shown terrifying photos of naked,
emaciated prisoners? Hooper admitted she
wasn’t sure. ‘‘Well’’ the father asked, ‘‘would
you let your son take the class?’’ Yes, she re-
plied, and the father was on board. There
wasn’t a question about who would teach it:
Sandra Roberts, 30. the English and social
sciences teacher, always a captivating story-
teller. In October 1998, Roberts and Smith
held the first session. Fifteen students and
almost as many parents showed up. Roberts
began by reading aloud—history books. ‘‘The
Diary of Anne Frank,’’ Elie Wiesel’s
‘‘Night’’—mostly because many of the stu-
dents did not have the money to buy the
books; 52 percent of Whitwell’s students
qualify for free lunch.

What gripped the eighth-graders most as
the course progressed, was the sheer number
of dead. Six million. The Nazis killed 6 mil-
lion Jews. Can anyone really imagine 6 mil-
lion of anything? They did calculations: If 6
million adults and children were to lie head
to toe, the line would stretch from Wash-
ington to San Francisco and back. One day,
Roberts was explaining to the class that
there were some good people in 1940s Europe
who stood up for the Jews. After the Nazis
invaded Norway, many courageous Nor-
wegians expressed solidarity with their Jew-
ish fellow citizens by pinning ordinary paper
clips to their lapels. One girl—nobody re-
members who it was—said: Let’s collect 6
million paper clips and turn them into a
sculpture to remember the victims. The idea
caught on, and the students began bringing
in paper clips, from home, from aunts and
uncles and friends. Smith, as the school’s
computer expert, set up a Web page asking
for donations of clips, one or two, or however
many people wanted to send.

A few weeks later, the first letter arrived.
One Lisa Sparks from Tyler, Tex., sent a
handful. Then a letter landed from Colorado.
By the end of the school year, the group had
assembled 100,000 clips. It occurred to the
teachers that collecting 6 million paper clips
at that rate would take a lifetime.

HELP FROM AFAR

Unexpected help came in late 1999 when
two German journalists living in Wash-
ington, D.C., stumbled across the Whitwell
Web site. Peter Schroeder, 59, and Dagmar
Schroeder-Hildebrand, 58, had been doing re-
search at the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Mu-
seum, tracing concentration camp survivors
to interview. Schroeder-Hildebrand was au-
thor of ‘‘I’m Dying of Hunger,’’ a book about
a camp survivor who devised imaginary din-
ners to survive; Peter had written ‘‘The Good
Fortune of Lena Lieba Gitter,’’ about a
Viennese Jew who escaped the Nazis and de-
voted her life to civil rights.

The Whitwell Web site came up during a
routine search under ‘‘Holocaust.’’ The idea
of American children in a conservative
Southern town collecting paper clips in-
trigued the couple. They called the school,
interviewed teachers and students by tele-
phone, then wrote several articles for the
nine newspapers they work for in Germany
and Austria. Whitwell and the Schroeders
were hit with a blizzard of paper clips from
the two countries. The couple soon had
46,000, filling several large plastic con-
tainers. The thing to do, they decided, was to

drive them to Whitwell, 12 hours away. They
received a hero’s welcome.

The entire school showed up. None of the
eighth-graders had ever met anyone from
outside the United States, let alone anyone
from Germany, the country of the Holocaust
perpetrators. At the end of the four-day
visit, the students told their principal.
‘‘They are really quite normal.’’

The Schroeders were so touched they wrote
a paperback about Whitwell. ‘‘The Paper Clip
Project,’’ which has not been translated into
English, was published in September 2000, in
time for Germany’s largest book fair in
Frankfurt.

The blizzard of clips became an avalanche.
Whitwell eight-graders came to Washington
in March last year to visit the Holocaust
Museum. They went home carrying 24,000
more paper clips collected by the Schroeders.
Airport security had trouble understanding
why a bunch of teenagers and their teachers
were transporting boxes and boxes of paper
clips to Tennessee.

LINKED TO THE PAST

Just a year later, the Holocaust project
has permeated the school. The after-school
group is the most favored extracurricular ac-
tivity—students must compete in an essay
contest for its 20 to 25 places. They’ve be-
come used to being interviewed by local tele-
vision and national radio. Foreign countries
are no longer mysterious, with hundreds of
letters bearing witness to them. The group’s
activities have long spilled over from Rob-
erts’s classroom. Across the hall, the stu-
dents have created a concentration-camp
simulation with paper cutouts of themselves
pasted on the wall. Chicken wire stretches
across the wall to represent electrified
fences. Wire mesh is hung with shoes to rep-
resent the millions of shoes the victims left
behind when they were marched to death
chambers. And every year now they reenact
the ‘‘walk’’ to give students at least an in-
kling of what people must have felt when
jackbooted Nazi guards marched them off to
camps. The students are blindfolded, tied to-
gether by the wrists, roughly ordered onto a
truck and driven to the woods. ‘‘I was truly
scared,’’ recalls Monica Hammers, a partici-
pant in last year’s walk. ‘‘It made me think,
and it made me realize that I have to put
myself into other people’s shoes.’’ Mean-
while, the counting goes on. It is daunting.
On a late—winter day, as the picturesque
valley floor shows the first shimmer of soft
green, 22 students gather for their Wednes-
day meeting. All wear the group’s polo shirt,
emblazoned: ‘‘Changing the World, One Clip
at a Time.’’ The neat white shirts conform to
the school’s dress code: solid-colored shirts
devoid of large logos, solid-colored pants,
knee-length shorts or skirts, worn with a
belt. Many of the girls have attached colored
paper clips to their collars. These are no
loose-mannered kids—they reply ‘‘yes,
ma’am’’ and ‘‘yes, sir.’’ Even lunch in the
cafeteria is disciplined and relatively quiet.
Yet, there is an obvious and warm bond be-
tween students and teachers.

The group’s first item of business is open-
ing the mail that has accumulated during
the past three days. That takes half of the
two-to three-hour meeting. A large package
has arrived from Germany, two smaller ones
from Austria and more than a dozen letters:
Laura Jefferies is in charge of the ledger and
keeps a neat record of each sender’s address,
phone number and e-mail address. One group
of students responds to the e-mails sent via
their Web site, www.Marionschools.org. Rob-
erts opens the packages, which have been ex-
amined in the principal’s office to make sure
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